Gilbert Wilson, muralist and artist 


Gilbert Brown Wilson was born March 4, 1907 in Terre Haute, Indiana to Wilton A. and Martha 
(née Brown) Wilson. He was educated in Terre Haute schools and later received instruction at 
Indiana State Normal School and the Chicago Art Institute. In Chicago, Wilson met fellow 
Hoosier mural painter Eugene Savage, from which he learned the craft of murals at Yale School 
of Fine Arts. He was inspired as a muralist after traveling to Mexico to study under Diego 
Rivera. His murals and artwork, some of which are on exhibition at the Swope Art Museum, 
portray a desire for social justice and an aversion to the excesses of capitalism. Wilson’s 
obsession with depicting scenes from Moby Dick enveloped the latter part of his life. He died in 
Frankfort, Kentucky in January 1991. 


“All that cracks the sinews and cakes the brain” 


In the late 1940s, Gilbert Wilson read Herman Melville’s classic Moby Dick and resolved to use 
it as a vehicle to project his beliefs and lessons for mankind. By the spring of 1949, he had 
already completed 100 color drawings and paintings that would travel to 55 cities in 27 states 
during 1956. By the end of the touring exhibition, Wilson had completed over 300 works 
inspired by Moby Dick. Wilson’s images were used as part of the film adaptation of the novel, 
winning a Silver Reel award at the 1955 Venice Film Festival. Locally, Fannie and Ben 
Blumberg were major supporters of his work. Elsewhere the controversial art collector and 
photographer Carl Van Vechtren had encouraged his tireless efforts to recreate the scenes about 
the “White Whale.” 


“Not down in any map” 


Gilbert Wilson planned for the creation of a “Hi-Fi Chapel” in Frankfort, Kentucky. The chapel 
would display murals inspired by Moby Dick. These images are reproductions of two of the 
murals meant to be displayed. The chapel and its elaborate murals inspired by the paintings of 
William Blake never came to fruition. Little else is evident about Wilson’s proposal of the chapel 
to the Frankfort community outside of the model and murals displayed. 


